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The State of Reading:
What Michigan
Adtninistrators Know
by Maria M. Shelton, Ed.D., Cathleen D.
Rafferty, Ph.D., and Leonie M. Rose, Ph.D.
(The authors wish to acknowledge
their appreciation to the Michigan
Reading Association for partial funding
of this project.)
Numerous articles espouse the
importance of the administrator's role
in reading instruction; few agree on a
role description; while fewer still evince
standardization in reading preparation
of administrators. The purposes of this
article are to:
• Review extant literature on
administrators and reading.
• Provide background information on a recent survey of
Michigan elementary, middle
school, and junior high
principals.
• Provide survey results.
• Draw conclusions and make
recommendations about reading
instruction and administrators'
roles/ responsibilities.
The State of Reading
Administrators and reading have
a long history in Michigan. The
Michigan Reading Association (MRA)
was founded in 1956; almost from its
inception there has been an
administrative strand at the annual
conference. In fact, high levels of administrative participation culminated in
the first Administrators Conference in
Flint in 1979 (Urbschat, 1986). Michigan
principals have an enviable position to

be reading instructional leaders.
What is the Administrator's Role?
Leadership seems to be the key.
Synopses
of several doctoral
dissertations indicate that strong
administrative leadership stemming
from knowledge of reading translates
into quality reading programs (Rauch
and Sanacore, 1983). From a synthesis
of lengthy, large-scale observations of
schools and reading programs in both
the United States and England, Rauch
(1981) concluded that "leadership does
make a difference."
In addition to providing a
principal' s reading leadership selfevaluation checklist, Barnard and
Hetzel (1976) stated that the "key to
improvement of reading rests with the
principal. By the very nature of the
position, the principal is responsible for
providing the impetus to improve the
school reading program (p. 386)."
Elementary school principals (204) who
were identified as having excellent
reading programs targeted five key
elements of their role:
• Helping teachers plan
meaningful reading inservice
activities.
• Participating with their teachers
in reading inservice activities
such as workshops, conferences, and visitations.
• Giving support to teachers in
the reading program by doing

such things as assisting with the
assessment of the strengths and
needs of students, and helping
teachers to locate, evaluate, and
select reading materials.
• Being knowledgeable of what
should be happening in an
excellent reading program.
• Establishing close communication with the home (Manning
and Manning, 1981).
Irrefutably, instructional leadership in reading is paramount. At this
time, however, consistency in depth
and breadth of performance is not yet
apparent. An examination of
confounding factors follows.
What are Areas of Consensus and
Controversy?
Principals support, at least in
theory, their role in the reading
program. A Georgia study (Mottley
and McNinck, 1984) concluded that
elementary principals perceive
themselves as active leadership agents,
especially in non-supervisory aspects or
in a secondary support role of reading
programs. Could their apparent
unwillingness for direct involvement be
attributable to lack of expertise/knowledge of reading?
Diversity of certification requirements and the degree of individual
preparatlon is staggering. A recent
attempt to collate individual state
mandates produced nearly 50
documents - one for each state requiring certification. No single database
exists; not even professional educational agencies (e.g. International
Reading
Association,
National
Association of Elementary School
Principals, Education Research Service,
National Elementary and Middle
School Principals Association, etc.)
could give the authors definitive

information. However, recent syntheses
indicate an array of qualifications
ranging from "principals knowing as
much about reading instruction as do
teachers" (Laffey, 1980, p. 632) to
"principals lacking adequate professiona 1 preparation to assume
leadership roles in elementary reading
programs" (Rauch and Sanacore, 1984,
p. 390).
Lack of consensus also exists
between perceptions of teachers and
administrators. A recent study
concluded that teachers perceive
principals to be less involved in the
reading program than principals rate
themselves to be. In addition, the same
researchers opined: "for principals to
make decisions consistent with sound
educational theory, and for teachers to
implement such mandates, it is essential
that a common ground of communication and agreement be established with
respect to the principal's involvement in
the reading program (Doan and
Noland, 1988, . 19)." Although
know ledge of reading seems a likely
precursor for effective leadership in
reading programs, many other papers
and articles lament the inadequate
preparation of principals for this role
(Nufrio, 1987; Kurth, 1985; Moss, 1985;
Lilly, 1982).
Indeed, many advocate that
principals should serve as instructional
reading leaders but consistent
preparation is lacking. How do
Michigan administrators measure up to
the task? The remainder of this article
provides an explanation of a recent
study of demographic characteristics.
course preparation, reading philosophies, and administrative roles of
elementary, middle school and junior
high principals throughout Michigan.

Explanation of the Study
Population
The population consisted of 2,542
elementary, middle school, and junior
high school Michigan principals; of this
number 336* were selected from the
1989 edition of The Michigan
Education Directory and Buyer's
Guide to comprise the sample. Even
though every effort was made to draw
a fair representation of principals from
rural and urban schools, one must
consider that in a systematic random
sample, more will be selected from the
densely populated regions.
*This number was selected after consultation with
Central Michigan University statistician, Dr. Carl
Lee.

Response Rate
Three hundred thirty-six coded
surveys were mailed out in late March,
1989; three weeks later 32% of surveys
had been returned. At this time, a
second mailout was conducted which
resulted in a total response rate of 47%
by mid-May. Because the 1988-89
school year was nearing conclusion, no
subsequent mailouts were conducted.
However, Denton, Tsai, and Chevrette
(1988) found that using multiple
mailouts to increase the number of
responses did not result in differences
in response patterns across mailotit
requests.
With a nonresponse rate of 53%,
however, possible reasons for lack of
participation must be examined. The
obvious reasons would include not
receiving the survey, change in address
or administrator, or illness. We have
some evidence that these factors do
explain some of the nonresponses.
More intriguing are researchbased factors such as time of contact,
manner of contact, or resentment of
intrusion Into privacy and/ or suspicion

of an ulterior motive (Jalliffe, 1986;West,
1977). Because the administrative
survey was conducted near the end of
the school year, the former is a viable
factor. Judging from written comments
on a few of the returned surveys which
demonstrated confusion between
anonymity and confidentiality, the
latter must also be considered.
Two additional elements are
salient to the study. Woodward and
McKelvie (1985) determined that
women are more likely to respond to
surveys than men. Since 73% of the
respondents in the current study were
male, our overall response rate of 47%
may be partially attributable to the
disproportional number of men who
hold principalships in Michigan.
Finally, if respondents lack interest
in the subject matter of the survey they
are unlikely to cooperate (Jolliffe, 1986).
Are Michigan administrators interested
in reading as a priority in their schools?
Questions that relate to a person's pride
or self-image are not likely to be
returned. Few will admit to engaging in
forbidden activities or not engaging in
favored activities; similarly people are
reluctant to reveal limited success or
lack of knowledge (West, 1977). Are
Michigan administrators knowledgeable in reading?
According to West, tardy respondents who have been repeatedly
asked before responding typify those
who never responded at all. If
responses to selected key questions
from tardy respondents fail to differ
significantly from those of prompt
responses, it may be assumed that
nonrespondents would not differ
significantly from those who did
participate. The key question for this
survey was number 19 which asked
administrators to identify their
definition of reading. Results did not

vary significantly in recognition of the
Michigan definition between early
respondents and later ones. Therefore,
the results of this survey would tend to
be representative of administrators
across the state of Michigan.
Questionnaire Results:
A Demographic Profile (Questions 1-8)
These initial questions provided
demographic information on survey
respondents. The following data is
based on the 47% who participated in
the survey. Due to occasional invalid
responses categories will not necessarily total 100 %.
1. My gender is

74%
Male
26%
Female
2. My highest earned college
degree is
0%
Bachelor's
74%
Master's
19%
Specialist
8%
Doctorate
3. I am a/an
1%
Asst. Principal
98%
Principal
4. My school is classified as a/ an
3%
Primary
65%
Elementary
23 %
Middle School
9%
Junior High
5. My faculty numbers
6%
1 -10
33%
11-20
34%
21 - 30
15%
31- 40
8%
41 - 50
4%
51+
6. In undergraduate work, I have
had _ _ reading courses.
24%
0
59%
1-3
17%
4-5
7. In graduate work, I have had

___ reading courses.
42%
0
42%
1-3
16%
4-5
8. My school is a ___ school.
4%
Private
96%
Public
Several points stand out as being
pertinent to this article. Over 73% of
respondents were male which reflects a
disproportionate number of males
holding principalships in Michigan.
Most respondents were elementary
rather than middle or junior high
principals, and nearly 60% of respondents had 1 - 3 undergraduate
reading courses. Nearly half of
respondents indicated that they had
taken 1 - 3 graduate reading courses.
Questions 9 - 11 investigated the
level of school support for reading.
Support is evident: 72% of respondents
have Chapter I reading teachers in their
buildings, 67% utilize paraprofessional
aids to assist with reading instruction,
and 51 % use a reading consultant.
Questions 12 and 13 pertained to
parental involvement in the reading
program. Ninety-seven percent of
respondents noted some parental
assistance with reading in the home
while 59% utilized parent/ community
volunteers to assist children with
reading instruction. Evidence of
parental and community awareness of
the importance of involvement clearly
abounds in Michigan schools.
Respondents demonstrated a high
degree of knowledge and participation
in reading inservice training and related
areas as indicated by questions 14 - 16.
Over 81 % of administrators who
responded received training in both the
Michigan Definition of Reading and the
MEAP test while 65% of them had
attended a MRA/MSDE State of

TABLE 1
Supportive Programs (Questions 9 - 18)
Yes

No

There is a reading consultant to assist
with reading instruction on my campus.

51%

49%

There is a Chapter I reading teacher in
my building.

72%

28%

There are paraprofessional aids to assist
with reading instruction on my campus.

57%

34%

Parent/Community volunteers help children
with reading during school hours.

59%

41%

Some parents assist their child/ children
with reading at home.

97%

3%

I have attended a MRA/MSDE State of
Reading Conference.

65%

35%

I have received training on the Michigan
definition of reading.

81%

19%

16.

I have received training on the MEAP test.

81%

18%

17.

Campus teachers have received training on
the Michigan definition of reading.

89%

11%

Campus teachers have received training on
the MEAP test.

74%

26%

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

18.
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Reading Conference.
Administrators support teacher training
relating to the Michigan Definition of
Reading and the MEAP test as
evidenced by the last two items. From
this information one can conclude that
reading is highly espoused by the
respondents.

Michigan Definition of Reading
Do school administrators recognize and/ or agree with a paraphrased
version of the "Michigan Definition?"
Question 19 provided a choice of seven
definitions of reading or the option of
writing one's own definition.
19.

Check the one statement which
comes closest to your view of
reading.
Response
Percentage
1. Reading is decoding
5%
written words so that
they can be produced
orally.
2. Reading is under11 %
standing the language
of the author of a printed
page.
3. Reading is the ability
10%
to anticipate meaning in
lines of print so that the
reader is not concerned
with mechanical details but
with generating ideas from
groups of words that convey
meaning.
4. Reading involves a
65%
complicated set of interactions among a reader,
a text, and the situation in
order to derive meaning.
5. Reading means getting
1%
meaning from certain
combinations of letters.

Teach the child what each
letter stands for and the
child can read.
6. Reading is thinking reconstructing the ideas of
others.
7. Reading is the bringing
of meaning to rather than
gaining meaning from the
printed page.
8. Other. Write your own
definition.

2%

3%

5%

Definitions 1 and 5 emphasize
decoding which mirrors the subskills
theory of reading. Numbers 2, 3, and 6
accentuate meaning, but only as
represented by the text or the author's
intended meaning. Although prior
knowledge is important, definition 7
omits the interaction between reader,
text and context. Only number 4, a
paraphrased version, reflects all
components of the definition adopted n
1983.
Most notable was the large
proportion of respondents who chose
the rephrased version. Also of interest
were the 5% who provided their own
written definition; all but two were
verbatim statements of the Michigan
Definition of Reading. However, does
awareness necessarily constitute
understanding when the same
administrators failed to recognize the
paraphrased version?
Nonetheless,
results
from
Question 19 were encouraging in
several ways. The majority of Michigan
school administrators who responded
were indeed knowledgeable with regard to the Michigan Definition of
Reading. Other respondents saw
reading as a meaning gathering process
rather than as simple decoding, and
only a small portion of the respondents
viewed reading as a decoding process

alone.
Preferred Reading Strategies
Question 20 was constructed to
ascertain which reading techniques
were perceived as most important by
elementary, and middle school/ junior
high principals.
20. Which reading techniques do
you prefer to observe your
teachers utilizing in their
classrooms? Rank order the top
five.
Response
Percentage
1. Language experience and 2 %
diction activities
2. Whole language activities, 15%
themes, spelling, etc.
1%
3. Decoding skills
13%
4. Comprehension skills
4%
5. Basal reader lessons
4%
6. Strategies
e.g. "K-W-L, DR-TA"
7%
7. Thinking skills
5%
8. Phonics
0%
9. Structural analysis*
7%
10. Integration of reading
into language arts
11. Reading/writing activities 8%
12. Reading interest centers* 0%
13. Reading aloud to children 4%
10%
14. Modeling effective
reading/ meta cognitive
strategies
0%
15. SSR -sustained silent
reading*
16. Content reading strategies; 8%
i.e., study guides,
question-answer relationships, semantic maps
17. Prior knowledge 12%
Pre Reading Schema
Activation

* Starred items did not receive a #1
ranking; subsequently no percentages
were calculated.
A perusal of Question 20
components indicates the following
ranked preferences of the survey
respondents:
1. Whole language activities
2. Comprehension skills
3. Prior knowledge/schema
activation
4. Modeling reading/metacognitive strategies
5. Content reading strategies and
reading/ writing activities
Clearly there is evidence that high
levels of administrative involvement
with MRA/MDE State of Reading
Conferences, Michigan Definition and
MEAP training influenced choices of
Michigan principals who participated
in this survey.
Preferred Techniques of
Elementary Principals vs.
Middle School/Junior High Principals
The researchers next considered
the question, "Is there a difference
between the preferred techniques of
elementary and middle school/ junior
high principals?" Cross tabulations
were calculated to determine relationships between several question
variables. When elementary principals'
rankings on Question 20 (preferred
reading techniques) were factored out,
the following list emerged:
l.Wholelanguage
2. Modeling strategies (reading &
meta cognition)
3. Comprehension skills
4. Content reading strategies
5. Reading aloud to children.

Prior knowledge/ schema activation
appeared in several spots in the
rankings but not as the #1 choice.
These choices were almost
synonymous with the overall rankings
on Question 20, (see previous section)
most likely because elementary principals represented 65% of respondents.
Middle school/ junior high principals, constituting 31 % of the respondents, selected a narrower and completely different array of preferred
reading techniques:
1. Comprehension skills
2. Comprehension skills
3. Thinking skills
4. Thinking skills
5. Content reading strategies.
It seems both logical and expected
that middle school/junior high
principals and elementary principals
should vary in "favorite" techniques
due to the nature of reading and
sophistication of the materials used at
various levels. However, there were
some interesting omissions by each
group. While phonics, decoding, and
basals were seen as important under
certain circumstances by elementary
principals, they did not receive "most
favored" status. Sustained silent reading was not seen as a priority by either
group. It was interesting to note that
while middle school/junior high
principals felt that comprehension,
thinking skills, and content reading
strategies were most important, neither
prior knowledge activation nor
modeling strategies were deemed
essential.
Preferred Techniques According to
Knowledge of Reading
In an attempt to discern rela-

tionships between amount of reading
preparation and preferred reading
techniques, cross tabulations were
computed between Questions 4 and 6.
Results are highlighted in Table 2.
TABLE2
TOP RANKED PICKS BY NUMBER
OF UNDERGRADUATE
READING COURSES

0 Courses
1. Comprehension Skills
2. Thinking Skills
3. Thinking Skills
4. Decoding Skills
5. Content Strategies
(n=30 19%)
1-3 Courses
1. Whole Language
2. Modeling Strategies
3. Comprehension Skills
4. Content Reading
5. Reading Aloud*
(n=84 53%)
4-5 Courses
1. Prior Knowledge
2. Modeling Strategies
3. Content Reading
4. Read/Write Activities
5. Integr. Read/Lang. Arts
(n=26 16%)
*Prior knowledge/ schema activation
appeared in several spots in the
rankings but not as the #1 choice.
Clearly, knowledge of reading,
whether gained in as few as one or as
many as five courses, influences the
type of preferred strategies.
A "skills" approach seems linked to a
lack of knowledge, while more "holistic"
techniques related to apparent among

respondents with undergraduate
coursework in reading.
Conclusions
From data presented herein and
open-ended survey responses, the
following conclusions seem warranted:

Most Michigan principals are
male, hold a Master's degree,
administer elementary schools,
have between eleven to thirty
faculty members, and have
taken at least one
undergraduate reading course.
Most respondents have Chapter I
teachers, paraprofessional aids,
and support personnel for
reading.
Respondents were quite knowledgeable about reading
instruction.
Although numerous principals are
knowledgeable, more statewide
training is necessary.
Required reading classes for
administrative certification is
both essential and welcome.
The amount of reading
preparation, i.e. coursework and
conferences/works hop training,
influences the type of preferred
reading strategies.
Elementary principals seem more
knowledgeable than their
middle school/ junior high
counterparts, perhaps because
the latter were "secondary"
trained.
Recommendations

The following recommendations
are based upon literature review and
practitioners' comments gleaned from
the survey.
State Agencies and Associations
need to:
Encourage reading courses for
educational administration
certificate.
Sponsor development of reading
courses for administrator
leadership.
Sponsor up-dates through
workshops and conferences.
Provide funding for research on
effective leadership techniques.
Publish articles, bulletins, and
communiques featuring reading
leadership skills.
Universities should:
Initiate assessment of
administrative practitioners,
offer experiences off campus.
Develop strategies for
instructional leadership in
reading and recognize quality
reading programs.
Provide reading courses for
elementary and secondary
teachers.
Initiate faster interdisciplinary
approach between teacher
education and educational
leadership departments.
Promote and initiate collegiality

reading).

among universities, public
schools, state and local boards
and departments of education.

Consider everyone in the
community as a reading
resource.

Public Schools must:

Solicit parental support.

Free administration of paperwork
to sustain leadership.

Refer to Becoming A Nation of
Readers: What Principals Can
Do.

Move away from basals toward
literature-based reading.
Provide training for curricular
changes (inservice workshops).
Promote mentors for new teachers
for practical application or preservice training.
Up-date board members, with
working knowledge of reading
instruction.
Provide adequate resources.
Principals should:
Model commitment to reading.
Be knowledgeable about reading.
Collaborate with teachers in:
Disaggregating test data
Proper usages of test scores
Reading across content areas
Alternatives to basals
Importance of modeling and
meta cognition
Prior knowledge and whole
language.
Identify and solve reading
problems.
Understand and establish the
importance of reading climate in
school (sustained silent

Summary
Extant literature suggests that: 1)
principals can provide impetus for
improving reading programs (Barnard
and Hetzel, 1976; Harris 1976), and 2)
knowledge of reading translates into
quality reading programs (Binkley,
1989; Finn and McKinney, 1986; Rauch
and Sanacore, 1983; Haggard and
Meeks, 1979; and Harris, 1976).
Through open-ended or qualitative
responses on the survey principals
indicated that they perceive their roles
as "instigators, cheerleaders, mentors,
models, and catalysts for change."
This article reviewed existing
literature on administrators and
reading. It also provided survey results
of Michigan principals' knowledge of
reading and the importance of reading
leadership. Although awareness of
reading among Michigan elementary,
middle school, and junior high
principals is substantive, many recommendations listed herein obviously
require implementation.
References

Barnard, D.P. and Hetzel, R.W. (January
1976) . The principal's role in
Reading instruction. The Reading
Teacher, 29(4), 386-388.
Bi nkley, M . R . ( 1989 ) . Becoming a
nation of readers: What princi-

12

]_~:;

-----~---- ~~-------

pals can do. Washington, D.C.:
U.S. Department of Education.
Denton, J., Tsai, C. and Chevrette, P.
(Winter 1988). Effects on survey
responses of subjects, incentives,
and multiple mailings. Journal of
Experimental Education, 56(2),
77-82.
Doan, M.F. and Noland, R.G. (Fall
1988). Leadership perceptions of
the elementary school reading
program. Reading Horizons,
29(1), 13-21.
Finn, C.E. Jr. and McKinney, K.
(November 1986). Reading: How
the principal can help. Principal,
66(2) 30-33.
Haggard, M . R . and Meeks, J . W .
(Spring 1979). What admi nistrators actually know about
reading programs. Reading
Horizons, 19(3), 200-207.
Harris, A.J. (Spring 1976). Develop
administrative and supervisory
competence in teaching reading.
Reading Improvement, 13(1), 4852.
Jolliffe, G. ( 1986) . Survey design and
analysis. New York: John Wiley
and Sons.
Kurth, R.J. (December 1985). Problems
court: The role of the reading
educator in the training of
elementary school principals.
Paper presented at the Annual
Meeting of the American Reading
Forum, Sarasota, FL ( ED 267380 )
Laffey, J.L. (February 1980). The role of
the elementary principal in the
school reading program: Research
and practice. The Reading
Teacher, 33(5), 632-636 .
Lilly, E.R. (March 1985). More than a
facilitator: A principal's job in
educating new and experienced
reading teachers. Paper presented
at_the Annual Meeting of the
I

NCTE Spring Conference,
Houston, TX (ED 2 5 3 8 5 6 )
Mottley, R.R. and McNinck, G.H.
(December 1984). The principal
and the reading program.
Reading World, 24(2), 81-86.
Nufrio, R.M. ( 1987). An administrator's overview for teaching
reading, Opinion Papers, OH (ED
286287)
Rauch S.J. and Sanacore, J. (May 1983).
The administrator and the reading
program: Doctoral dissertations
on reading leadership: An
annotated bibliography. Reading
World, 21 ( 1 ), 76-78.
Rauch, S.J. and Sanacore, J. (May 1984).
The administrator and the reading
program: An annotated bibliography on reading leadership.
Reading World, 23 ( 4 ), 388-393 .
Rauch, S.J. (October 1981). The
administrator and the reading
program: The need for reading
leadership. Reading World, 21(1),
76-78.
Urbschat, K. (Summer 1986). Michigan
masters at work: The change,
challenge, and commitment of the
past, present, and future. The
Michigan Reading Journal, 19(4),
11-19.
West, L. (1977). Design and construction of educational surveys and
experiments. US of America:
Delta Pi Epsilon.
Woodward, J. and McKelvie S.
(December 1985). Effects of topical
interest and mode of address on
response to mail survey.
Psychological Reports, 57 ( 3 ),
929-930.

